Thymic stromal cells can support B cell differentiation from intrathymic precursors.
T lineage cells are the predominant intrathymic population, but low numbers of thymic B cells are also present in the thymus. Recent studies describing the contribution of thymic B cells to the shaping of the T cell repertoire have raised the question as to whether they are produced intrathymically and the potential role of the thymic stroma in this process. During the course of studies aimed at testing the B cell developmental potential of CD4-CD8-CD3/TCR- triple-negative thymocytes present in a newly developed, stromal cell-dependent, long term culture system, the ability of selected thymic stromal cells to support distinct stages of B cell development was revealed. Some thymic stromal cell lines maintained cells with B cell developmental potential but could not support their differentiation, while other selected lines efficiently supported the development of surface IgM-expressing cells from triple-negative precursors. Thymic surface IgM+ B cells were generated most efficiently from thymocytes harvested from relatively young mice. Taken together, the results of this study demonstrate that the thymic microenvironment exhibits a functional heterogeneity in its ability to support different stages of B cell development.